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10:30 AM – Anne thanks everyone for joining and overviews													2 minutes
Thank you everyone for joining today. I’m Anne Sommers, NCD’s Director of Legislative Affairs and Outreach, and I’ll be one of the speakers at this first briefing. I’m joined today by Amy Nicholas, NCD Attorney Advisor, and staff lead on this report. 
This is the first in a series of four briefings that NCD will be hosting between now and the first week of November, in an effort to help share information from NCD’s latest report titled, Policies from the Past in a Modern Era: The Unintended Consequences of the AbilityOne Program & Section 14(c). That report is available on NCD’s website at ncd.gov. 
The second briefing will begin just a few minutes after this call ends and on a separate call-in, so for those who have registered for both, be sure to check the call-in information for 11AM and call back in after this call ends. Our third briefing will take place at 11:00 AM ET a week from today, October 29, and our fourth briefing will take place a week after that, also at 11:00 AM, ET, November 5. 
Now we’ll dive right in. The purpose of this first briefing is to provide a primer of sorts on the AbilityOne program itself for folks who be less familiar or need a refresher. 
For those unfamiliar, this is NCD’s second report on AbilityOne. We released a report titled A Cursory Look at AbilityOne in February of last year, which is also available on the NCD website, which was just that – a cursory look at the program. This report, however, is NCD’s first comprehensive look at the program, and we’re pleased to share the findings and recommendations with you throughout the series, though this first briefing will  be limited to discussing the program itself.
Amy, would you like to get us started today with a bit of a history lesson?

10:32 AM – Amy gets into the history lesson of AbilityOne’s creation
											2 minutes
Sure, thanks, Anne. 
In our report, we talk quite a bit about the age of the AbilityOne program, and in this primer today, we want to take just a minute to explain why we dwelt so much on the  historical context of the origins of the program. To do that, I’m going to start off by taking everyone back in time 82 years to 1938 – the New Deal era. 
In 1938, it would be 27 more years before the dawn of basic Medicaid healthcare services. It would be 37 more years until people with disabilities had a right to a public education. And 52 more years before the fundamental declaration of equality through an anti-discrimination civil rights bill – the Americans with Disabilities Act – was signed into law. This is all important context to understand that the landscape of civil rights and employment expectations for and of people with disabilities was pretty barren in 1938. 
In 1938, any public policy for people with disabilities was pursued through a medical or charity model of disability that saw people with disabilities not as equals or the barriers they faced as necessitating removal, but rather viewed people with disabilities as objects of charity and pity. And in this historical mindset of disability, in 1938, the Fair Labor Standards Act was signed into law, with Section 14(c) which permitted the payment of subminimum wages to people with disabilities; as was the Wagner O’Day Act, which required federal government agencies to purchase certain products manufactured by people who are blind to increase the employment of people who were blind from a qualified AbilityOne nonprofit agency. These products at the time included mops, brooms, and pillowcases to help support the U.S. military during World War II. The Wagner-O’Day Act also established the Committee on Purchases of Blind-Made Products, as it was called at the time. In 1971, it was renamed the Committee for Purchase from People who are Blind or Severely Disabled, and since 2006, it’s been called the AbilityOne Commission. 
The AbilityOne program operates as a federal procurement set-aside that directs the purchase power of the federal government toward qualified nonprofit agencies that employ people with disabilities to service the contracts. And we’ll get into more of how that works shortly. 

10:34 AM – Anne talks about the program’s players
											3 minutes
As all Hill staffers know, when we talk about federal government programs, there has to be a fair amount of alphabet soup involved – acronyms that get tossed around and at times are hard to follow for those who aren’t singularly or regularly focused on a program. And so with that in mind, we’ll take a few minutes to try to demystify the acronyms by describing who the players are in the AbilityOne program. 
Before we get into the acronyms associated with AbilityOne, let’s start with a player that doesn’t use an acronym – the AbilityOne Commission.
As Amy just mentioned, the AbilityOne Commission, as it’s known today, was established in 1938 under the Wagner-O’Day Act. The AbilityOne Commission is an independent federal agency that “administers” the AbilityOne program. In practical terms, the AbilityOne Commission’s responsibilities under statute are 1) job creation; 2) program integrity; and 3) oversight. 
The Commission executes those three responsibilities by:
· Establishing regulation and policy that implements their statute and the program effectively. 
· Monitoring the compliance of the other players in the program (the alphabet soup folks we’ll talk about shortly) with the regulations and policies of the program  
· Determining what products and services that the Federal Government buys are appropriate to be provided by people who are blind or have significant disabilities and putting them on what’s called the procurement list. 
· Setting fair market prices for the items on that list 
· Letting federal agencies know of the statutory mandate that items on the procurement list are to be purchased through the program.
· And trying to help identify additional products and services that people who are blind or have significant disabilities could provide.
The AbilityOne Commission is headquartered in northern Virginia and consists of 32 full-time staff and an Office of the Inspector General of 4 full-time staff. The OIG office was created in 2016 as a result of a congressional mandate in the Consolidated Appropriations Act that sought to increase oversight of the AbilityOne Commission. The Commission has 15 members appointed by the President. 11 of the Commissioners must be from the federal government, including a member each from the Department of Defense, Army, Navy, and Air Force. The other required federal agencies include the Departments of Agriculture, Education, Commerce, Veterans Affairs, Justice, Labor, and the General Services Administration. The 4 nonfederal government members must include one each representing people who are blind and people with significant disabilities and one each representing employees from nonprofit agencies (NPAs – there’s your first alphabet soup preview) providing services or goods under the program from workers who are blind and workers with severe disabilities.
The AbilityOne annual budget is approximately $8 million, which includes the Office of Inspector General.
So that’s the AbilityOne Commission in a nutshell – the administrator of the AbilityOne program.

10:37 AM - Amy starts explanation of CNAs.			3 minutes

Now we have the first alphabet soup acronym for you – the CNAs. CNA stands for central nonprofit agency. 
Under AbilityOne’s authorizing statute, the AbilityOne Commission is to designate “a central nonprofit agency or agencies.” These central nonprofit agencies, or CNAs, are responsible for distributing government orders of Procurement List products and services among nonprofit agencies that employ people who are blind or have significant disabilities. Those nonprofit agencies are known as NPAs -- another AbilityOne player we’ll talk about in a moment.
You can think of CNAs as being hubs in a network, with the spokes all reaching down to individual nonprofits / NPAs. In the AbilityOne network, there are now three CNAs – two with long histories in the program and one very new CNA that is still in a research phase. The two CNAs that have been around a long time are the National Industries for the Blind, which is original to the AbilityOne program and was incorporated in 1938, and services the program objective of increasing employment opportunities for people who are blind; and SourceAmerica, which was incorporated in 1974 following the only amendment to the Wagner-O’Day Act, which occurred in 1971, when Congress expanded the Act to include the purchase of goods and services from people with significant disabilities (in addition to from people who are blind).  SourceAmerica was formerly known as the National Industries for the Severely Handicapped before changing their name to SourceAmerica in 2013. 
Going back to the metaphor of the CNAs serving as hubs in the AbilityOne network and the spokes from the hubs being individual nonprofit agencies that the CNAs distribute government orders to, for the National Industries for the Blind CNA, there are 64 spokes, or nonprofit agencies (NPAs), with which they facilitate distribution of government orders. For the SourceAmerica CNA, there are 463 spokes, or nonprofit agencies (NPAs), with which they facilitate distribution of government orders. 
The third and newest CNA is the American Foundation for the Blind (or AFB), which became an AbilityOne-authorized CNA in 2018 and is currently in a research phase. AFB does not have any NPAs with which they are presently distributing government orders for products or services.

10:40 AM – Anne continues explanation of CNAs.		4 minutes

Unlike the AbilityOne Commission, which receives a direct appropriation to function as the AbilityOne program’s administrator, the CNAs attain their revenue through a program fee that is authorized by statute. Specifically, the Javits-Wagner-O’Day Act states that a CNA “may charge fees to nonprofit agencies, thereby allowing participation in the AbilityOne Program. Fees are calculated based on nonprofit agency sales to the U.S. Government under the AbilityOne program.” Fees cannot exceed a ceiling approved by the AbilityOne Commission.
What this means is that the revenues that allow for the CNAs to operate, including executive salaries, office buildings, and all business associated costs, are obtained through fees charged by the CNAs to their respective NPAs and applied to each AbilityOne contract that is distributed to an NPA. At least once a year, the AbilityOne Commission votes to set a separate program fee for each CNA.  
The AbilityOne Commission previously set the program fee ceiling at 3.9 percent for NIB and 3.85 percent for SourceAmerica, later reducing the fee to 3.73 percent for NIB and 3.75 percent for SourceAmerica starting on April 15, 2019, through March 2020. We do not have the most recent program fee percentages to share on this call, but it was hovering just south of 4% in recent time.
 As a matter of reference, SourceAmerica received $82.4 million in revenue from that fee and NIB received $28.7 million from that fee, so it certainly results in significant revenue. Because these CNA revenues are generated from a fee and not a direct appropriation – even though the fee is authorized by federal law – the use of the program fees is not restricted in the same way that most federal programs face restrictions. We will get into more on that in our briefing on November 5.    
As a final note on the CNAs before we turn our attention to the NPAs, I’ll discuss the cooperative agreements. 
As of 2016, due to a new congressionally mandated change passed through the Consolidated Appropriations Act, CNAs are required to enter into cooperative agreements with the AbilityOne Commission and submit quarterly reports to Congress. This new requirement in 2016 marked the first time that the AbilityOne Commission had ever entered into written agreements with the CNAs before. 
The primary purpose of the cooperative agreements is to formalize the roles and responsibilities of the AbilityOne Commission and the CNAs and define the measures of accountability that the AbilityOne Commission will use to evaluate the CNAs. The roles and responsibilities that the cooperative agreements spell out include the following topics:
1. Project assignment
2. Expenditure of funds including what level of reserves must be kept
3. Performance goals and targets
4. Internal controls to prevent fraud, waste, and abuse
5. How data and records will be accessed
6. Consequences for not meeting expectations
7. Periodic evaluations and audits on NPAs
8. Review and updates on pricing
The performance measures used in the cooperative agreements to evaluate the CNAs rely upon key performance indicators which include:
1. Employment growth
2. Program administration
3. Oversight and integrity
4. NPA support
5. Assistance and development
6. Training and strategic communications

10:44 AM – Amy explains CNAs					3 minutes

Now that we’ve helped explain the history of the program, the administrator of the program which is the AbilityOne Commission, and the “hubs” of the network – the CNAs, I’m going to wrap things up by explaining the role of the spokes of the hubs – the nonprofit agencies (NPAs) that are responsible for servicing the assigned government contracts with goods and services.
As there are over 500 NPAs across the country, chances are more likely than not that each of the Hill staffers on the call today may have an AbilityOne NPA in their district. 
Going back to the metaphor of the CNAs serving as hubs in the AbilityOne network and the spokes from the hubs being individual nonprofit agencies that the CNAs distribute government orders to, as I mentioned earlier, for the National Industries for the Blind CNA, there are 64 nonprofit agencies (NPAs), with which they facilitate distribution of government orders. For the SourceAmerica CNA, there are 463 NPAs, with which they facilitate distribution of government orders. 
NPAs are required to affiliate with either NIB or SourceAmerica in order to participate in the AbilityOne program, and there is no cost to affiliate with a CNA.
NPAs make their money by providing goods and services to federal agencies. Examples of goods NPAs may provide to agencies include office and cleaning supplies, medical and dental supplies, bedding and mattresses, office furniture, hardware and paints.  Examples of services include facility-based manufacturing and packaging; or community-based services such as mail room assistance, janitorial / custodial work; or food service.
In order for an NPA to be eligible for participation in the AbilityOne Program, which is a federal procurement set aside, the Javits-Wagner-O’Day Act requires that at least 75 percent of their total direct labor hours must be performed by people who are blind or have significant disabilities. Direct labor is defined as “all work required for preparation, processing, and packing of a commodity or work directly related to the performance of a service, but not supervision, administration, inspection, or shipping.” 
Now that we’ve spoken to the individual players within the AbilityOne program, we’ll close this AbilityOne primer with some quick facts about the program writ large to give you a sense of its size – 
· AbilityOne currently employs just over 45,000 people who are blind or have significant disabilities.
· And in FY 2018 alone, the AbilityOne program generated approximately $3.6 billion in sales of products and services to the Federal Government through mandatory contracting preference to non-profit agencies that hire people who are blind or have significant disabilities.
Anne?
10:47 AM – Anne wraps up						2 minutes
Thanks, Amy.
Hopefully you’ve found this AbilityOne primer a helpful orientation to a program the details of which can be intimidating to anyone to learn and fully understand. We hope that by explaining the major players and how they interplay, we may have demystified some of the program for you.
This concludes the AbilityOne primer. Thanks again for joining us, and we hope to welcome many of you back in just a few minutes on a different call-in number as our briefing series continues with NCD’s report overview of its latest report titled, Policies from the Past in a Modern Era: The Unintended Consequences of the AbilityOne Program & Section 14(c). The report is available for download on the NCD website at ncd.gov. 
Thanks so much for joining us today. Bye bye.
